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ABSTRACT 



This document presents the national plan for research and 
development (R&D) in adult education and literacy that was developed by the 
National Institute for Literacy (NIFL) . The document begins by explaining the 
process used to develop the plan, which included conducting a literature 
review, obtaining input from a national steering group, and conducting 11 
focus groups representing various stakeholders (adult learners, teachers, 
state and local administrators, and researchers). The plan's objectives, 
which are as follows, are listed: build on existing knowledge; consider the 
utility of research from other fields; support other research planning 
efforts; incorporate strategies for disseminating results to the field; allow 
researchers to locate research projects and describe specific projects' 
benefits within a national research framework; and provide potential funders 
with a list of priority areas in need of R&D. Presented next is the actual 
plan, which includes sections on the following topics: (1) adult learning, 

recruitment, and persistence; (2) types of instruction that work best; (3) 
learner assessment and program evaluation; (4) staff development; and (5) 
policy and structure. A model for linking research to improvements in policy 
and practice is described, and its implications are discussed. Lists of 
steering group members and focus group participants are appended. (MN) 
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Introduction 



Under the National Literacy Act, Congress established the National Institute for Literacy 
(NIFL) to: 

A. Provide a national focal point for research, technical assistance and research dissemi- 
nation, policy analysis, and program evaluation in the area of literacy; and 

B. Facilitate a pooling of ideas and expertise across fragmented programs and research 
efforts (P.L. 102-73, Section 102). 

The Act defines literacy as: “an individual’s ability to read, write, and speak English, and 
compute and solve problems at levels of proficiency necessary to function on the job and in 
society, to achieve one’s goals, and develop one’s knowledge and potential.” 

In order to fulfill the part of its mandate relating to research, NIFL initiated an effort to 
establish a national agenda for research and development in the field of adult learning and 
literacy. Later, Harvard University was awarded a new grant from the U.S. Department of 
Education (ED) to operate the National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy 
(NCSALL). In its proposal, NCSALL had planned to create a research agenda to guide its 
own work. Subsequent discussions between NIFL and NCSALL led to the merging of the two 
efforts into a single agenda-setting activity. ED’s Division of Adult Education and Literacy 
(DAEL), which also administers national funds that support research and development, 
joined NIFL and NCSALL as a partner in this undertaking. 

NIFL provided a contract to the Research Triangle Institute (RTI) to undertake a series 
of activities to support this effort. Those activities began with a literature review and 
included meetings of a National Steering Group of experts and focus groups with stake- 
holders (See Appendix A for National Steering Group members). Based on the outcomes of 
these activities, RTI drafted an agenda. Because of the importance of the issue, the directors 
of the three cooperating agencies together reviewed that draft to produce this document. 

The process of developing the plan is described in the next section. The plan itself fol- 
lows. Subsequent portions of this document make recommendations concerning the dis- 
semination of results and the development of a research-to-practice model. The report 
concludes with an emphasis on the challenge of ensuring that research contributes to pos- 
itive change. 
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Activities 



I. Literature Review. The first step in the process of establishing a national research plan 
was a review of similar efforts . 1 This review indicated that practitioners, administrators, and 
researchers believed that future research should: 

Contribute to our understanding of adult learning and motivation, including: 

• How adults learn; 

• How their needs change throughout their lifetimes; and 

• What motivates them to participate and persist in adult education and learning. 

Identify the types of instruction (including the use of technology) that work best for adult 

literacy students in general and specific subgroups such as individuals with disabilities, 

students with limited proficiency in English, and low-level readers. 

Investigate ways to establish an adult education service delivery structure that: 

• Allows for better integration with other components of the educational system; and 

• Permits easier transition among programs. 

Design and test new approaches to staff development that respond to local contexts and 

involve practitioners in solving their own instructional problems. 

Investigate issues in the area of learner assessment and program effectiveness, including: 

• Specifying outcomes for adult education and learning; 

• Identifying better techniques for assessing learner progress; and 

• Developing improved methods for evaluating program effectiveness. 

II. The National Steering Group Input. To provide overall direction for the agenda-set- 
ting process, the three agencies recruited a National Steering Group that included federal and 
state policymakers, practitioners, and members of the research community. As its first activ- 
ity, the National Steering Group reviewed the summary of previous efforts to establish a 
research plan for the field and helped refine and finalize the topic areas that would serve as 
the basis for focus group discussions. The National Steering Group also recommended 
changes to the original design of the agenda-setting effort, which included expanding the 
number of focus groups to allow for greater input from stakeholders. 

After the focus groups were completed, the National Steering Group reviewed detailed 
reports from each session, discussed the implications of focus groups’ perspectives for the 
research plan, and provided NIFL with suggestions concerning the most urgent priorities for 
research. Those recommendations have been incorporated into this report. 



MSPD Evaluation Support Center (1996). Setting a National Agenda for Research and Development in 
Adult Education and Literacy. Research Triangle Park, NC: Research Triangle Institute. Available on-line at 
www.nifl.gov/nifl/research.html 
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HI. Focus Groups. Participants in the eleven focus groups represented the range of inter- 
ested stakeholders. There were three focus groups of adult learners, three of teachers, two of 
local administrators, one of state directors and other officials, and two of researchers. The 
focus groups were held at five locations around the country and included individuals from 
both urban and rural areas, as well as a variety of services (See Appendix B for focus group 
sites and participating stakeholders). 

The topics identified in the literature review (adult learning and motivation, types of 
instruction that work best, service delivery structure, staff development, and learner assess- 
ment and program effectiveness) served as a basis for focus group discussions. Most groups 
lasted for one and one-half to two hours, with participants discussing only those topics about 
which they were most likely to be knowledgeable. Sessions for state directors and 
researchers, however, extended to one-half day, with the researcher groups discussing all five 
topics. To provide participants in these longer sessions with a springboard for discussion, 
each individual was provided with a background paper that included a brief discussion of the 
current state of knowledge in the field . 2 

IV. Drafting of the Plan. RTI synthesized the input from the literature review, focus 
groups, and the National Steering Group, and produced a draft Plan. The Steering Group 
reviewed and commented on the draft Plan. The directors of the three cooperating agencies 
then discussed this draft and made changes to its format and wording. This plan was formed 
with input from every sector of the field and represents the three cooperating agencies’ com- 
mitment to collaborate in seeking answers to these important questions. 



2 Research Triangle Institute (1997). Setting a National Agenda for Research and Development in Adult 
Education and Literacy: Overview of Focus Group Topics. Research Triangle Park, NC. Available on-line at 
www.nifl.gov/nifl/research.html 



